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Many people feel that the current
farm financial crisis will result in an
accelerated rate of decline in net farm
nunbers, at least in the short term"
Given South Dakota's strong agricultural
orientation, this suggests that towns
must increasingly diversify their
economic base in order to retain
population. Economic diversification
thus constitutes a major challenge for
towns throughout the State at this time.
Farm numbers have declined in South
Dakota from more than 80,000 in the
early 1930s to approximately 37,000 in
1982. South Dakota's net farm nunbers
declined by 4 percent between 1978 and
1982, the last two ag census dates.
Should the rate increase to 10 percent
between 1982 and 1986—a possibility,
not a certainty—there would be 3,700
fewer farm families in South Dakota.
Data from Iowa State University for
northwest Iowa indicate that one retail
business could fail for each nine farms
that fail, if the farm families are
forced to leave the area for lack of
alternative employment opportunities.
Applying that same ratio to South Dakota
would suggest that the exodus of 3,700
farm families could trigger the demise
of around 400 retail businesses in the
State. The need for creating
alternative employment opportunities in
our rural communities is thus very
great.
Rural development background
During the 1970s, South Dakota
experienced substantial rural economic
developnent. The State's population
grew by 4 percent overall, partly as a
result of significant growth in non-
agricultural wage and salary employment.
Manufacturing employment essentially
doubled in South Dakota between 1965 and
1979. Although manufacturing is still
modest as a percentage of non-
agricultural employment in the State—12
percent, in coiparison to 21 percent for
the Nation as a viiole—manufacturing
became an important force in rural
economic diversification and employment
during the late 1960s and the 1970s.
In spite of this overall favorable
performance, two-thirds of our South
Dakota counties and more than one-half
of our towns actually declined in
population during the 1970s. Moreover,
the recession of 1980-82 caused an
economic setback in South Dakota, as
elsev^ere. Though state-wide
unemployment rates have cane down with
subsequent economic recovery, we have
for many years had a great deal of
underonployment in South Dakota.
Coping with the present situation
The first order of priority in our
rural communities is to assist farm and
non-farm families directly affected by
the financial crisis to cope with their
economic situation. Management and
marketing programs to assist as many
farms as possible to ranain viable are
receiving increased attention and
interest. Many non-farm businesses
feeling the econonic squeeze will also
need to improve their financial and
overall business management in order to
survive. Families themselves will
likewise be forced in many cases to
improve their budget planning and
management.
For those farm and non-farm
families vrfiich are simply unable to
survive in their current businesses,
assistance in the economic transition to
alternative occupations is needed. Some
South Dakota Job Service Offices are
devoting substantial attention to
helping former farm operators prepare
for alternative employment. Food,
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